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Chapter 1 




  Travis and Sarah 




   




  Hindsight. They say it’s 20/20. But looking back, Travis still couldn’t remember what made him think they’d be safer up in Canada.




  Just last week, the radio said that the Vancouver area has had a huge escalation of break-ins, robberies, and murders in the last month. They say it’s desperate squatters and refugees killing homeowners and making it look like zombie attacks, some even going so far as eating parts of their victims. Of course, the military has been cracking down on this, but there’s usually only enough of them to protect the more populous areas and some of the richer suburbs.




  In response, the Canadian government closed off their borders. They hired armed guards and put Mounties on a constant rotation along the Canada-U.S. border. Recently, the patrols have been instructed to arrest or shoot refugees on sight.




  But getting shot is the least concern for Travis and Sarah. If they had stayed in the States, they’d have risked being infected, too. Even the pigeons could become zombies. Even the spiders. Zombies could be anywhere or anything.




   




  One day, driving down the road toward Prince George, Travis saw a moose just standing there, its ribs all exposed and its face torn off its jaw. It was missing an eyelid, eyeball frozen solid. Its tongue spilled out of where its cheek used to be. A man sees something unnatural like that, it’s hard for the mind to grip at first. Travis swerved too fast and lost traction, almost making his truck a permanent part of a spruce tree.




  At first, the tires couldn’t get a grip on anything but slush. Lucky for them, the moose was so eaten up, one leg barely had any muscle holding it together. Still, it was fast enough to scrape its rotten teeth and exposed ribs all over their passenger window.




  The truck found what little bit of friction it could and shoved them back onto the road. Now, it’s all dented up from stray deer and moose attacks.




  After that day, they never drove faster than thirty miles an hour. Even if they didn’t have snow to skid on, they didn’t want to total the car flying into a zombie moose and be stranded out in the wilderness with no car and no shelter. Sarah still has nightmares about the moose, but neither of them likes to talk about it.




   




  Sarah always keeps the night watch because she said she has better eyes than Travis. She told him she likes to go to sleep watching the sun rise in the morning, but Travis thinks she’s too afraid to sleep at night.




  Travis has trouble sleeping sometimes, too, knowing that those creatures are out there. But if he woke up dead, he woke up dead. And he trusted Sarah to keep him safe during the night just like Travis looked out for her during the day. His mother would have been proud that he found someone who loved him back. Mother didn’t have much luck in that department herself, not with any of her boyfriends.




  Straightening his lucky blue baseball cap in the rear view mirror, Travis eyes the passing branches with distrust. They had plenty of warning once people started getting sick and eating other people, but it’s stressful not even being able to trust that birds aren’t going to fall out of a tree and savage your face. You wouldn’t think a flock of geese would drop dead out of the sky and flop around on your car hood, but it happens.




  Travis heard there’s folk farther up north that have to deal with zombie polar bears. He didn’t envy them at all, but he couldn’t help but think it was better than being suspicious of the trees.




  Worst of all is the mosquitoes in the Bayou. Apparently any one mosquito bite can put a formerly healthy person at risk of turning into a zombie. On the radio, they said the swamps were one big dead zone. Sarah has become deathly afraid of bugs, especially with how many mosquitoes BC gets up here in the summer. She always wears gloves and tucks in her sleeves. Neither of them goes out at sunrise or sunset, especially around water.




  They say hindsight is 20/20, but that’s a trap. There’s nothing to do about the past now. Better to head north and wait it out. Good things come to those who wait—they say that too, don’t they?




  
Chapter 2 




   




  “Oh sweet baby Jesus,” Sarah says over and over to herself, teeth chattering “It’s f-f-fucking freezing!” Sarah never liked to cuss, but she found a swear word here and there raised her temperature a bit. Spending so much time with her husband is making her vulgar.




  Travis’s old pickup truck never did insulate heat well enough, even with the blankets they stuffed throughout every corner of the interior. She looks out of the little peephole in the passenger side window, but her heart sinks once again when all she sees is snow and shadows.




  It was stupid that they had let themselves run out of gas, even though they always hovered close to main roads just in case. But Travis promised he’d be back by sunrise with gasoline. By sunrise, everything would be better again.




  “Oh, sweet baby Jesus,” she repeats, huddled up in the old quilt her mother had made her when she was a child, the one with the cute baby lambs painstakingly sewn into the fabric. She shivers and rubs the warmth back into her arms.




  “Travis, please be okay out there.”




   




  Nights are the worst. Sarah sees creatures in the shadows, ones that are real as often as not. She never knows for sure until she can see the creatures well enough to hear their hooves or paws crunch through the snow.




  One time, a squirrel fell onto the windshield and tried to chew through the glass to get to them. It could barely lift its head and likely had a broken back. Sarah thought, in a situation like that, that she would have screamed hysterically. But she just sat there, dead still, gun pointed at the squirrel, heart hammering against her ribs. She didn’t feel fear, at least not for herself. Sarah just felt angry. Ever since she and Travis fled up here, it had been a constant struggle to keep her wits in the midst of dead woodland creatures. And she had come to her wits’ end.




  Sarah rolled down the window just enough to get a gloved hand through. Lunging like a snake, she grabbed the little monster and squeezed. At first it tried to bite at her. She squeezed it harder. It just stared at her, its hideous little buck teeth pointed at her. She squeezed it harder. The squirrel stopped, went limp in her hand. But still, she squeezed it hard until she could feel it collapse in her hand and see the blood ooze from its eyeballs.




  Sarah realized she was clenching her teeth and relaxed her jaw. Her husband was rustling under his covers in the back of the truck. The night air was disturbing him. Sarah opened the door and rolled up the window. Then, silently she closed the door and carried the squirrel off into the woods to bury it in the snow. Her glove was coated and gore and smelled a mess, so she tossed it as a grave marker for creature.




  She had never told Travis about the incident. He did ask about the glove, though, but Sarah said she must have dropped it somewhere.




  There is enough terror in the daytime without Travis hearing about what goes on at night. Like the sound the owls make. Sarah hates the owls. When undead birds sing, there’s no music in it. There’s just a low, long whistle like they’re deflating. Sarah thinks that the night owls sound sadder than anything she’s ever known.




  Nights are far more terrifying than the day, but Sarah chooses them for herself. She couldn’t sleep at night if she wanted to. Some nights she prays to God to make the day come faster, and sometimes she fancies herself as the moon goddess Diana. She shoots an imaginary arrow at the moon and pulls it closer to brighten up the night for her and her sleeping husband. Then, when the sun comes out, she can finally rest her head on his chest, knowing that they are both safe.




   




  “Where are you, Travis?” the warm air leaves her mouth like a ghost. The moon is obscured by clouds tonight. It’s been hours since he left to look for the gas station that was supposed to be nearby.




  Sarah huddles up in her animal blanket she had since she was little. It’s warm in her mother’s patchwork. If the zombie outbreak had never occurred, she and Travis would be celebrating Christmas at her parents’ house in Michigan. They’d all be eating ham and listening to wild turkeys gobble outside the back porch. One of their family traditions was to roast up chestnuts and eat them by the fireplace listening to Bing Crosby. She would always fall asleep there, wrapped up and toasty.




   




  * * *




   




  Sarah is following a star, almost as bright as the sun. It looks pale and lonely in spite of how brightly it shines. There is a barn where she can take refuge. The men and animals inside are all standing still, looking in quiet reverence at something on the ground.




  “What are you all looking at?” No answer. No movement. Sarah leans forward to see Joseph and Mary sitting over their child, looking every bit like the ones in her parents’ nativity set. “He’s our Lord and savior,” says one of the wise men without moving his mouth. They’re all standing still and staring like in a painting.




  Sarah leans forward to look at the tiny child in the manger. Its jaw hangs loose off its face. Its eyes are gray and dead.




  The dead baby reaches out to touch Sarah. She jumps back in disgust. Mary’s neck is broken. Joseph’s jaw is missing. His tongue hangs loose onto his robes. One of the wise men, eye holes bleeding, lunges at her. Shocked and repulsed, she backs into a llama with filmy eyes and crooked teeth. It hisses and bites her.




   




  * * *




   




  Sarah wakes up to a tapping on her window. Her heart thumps hard and she convulses into wakefulness. By instinct, her hand reaches for the glove compartment to retrieve the pistol they keep there. She slowly pulls a blanket aside to check through the peephole.




  “Christ, Sarah!” Travis knocks off his blue hat trying to duck away from the gun. “I’m not a zombie yet! Put that damn thing down!”




  Sarah says nothing. She spent so much time worrying that Travis might be dead for her to believe he is here now. As soon as her brain processes reality again, she pops open the lock. Travis climbs in and closes the door before hugging her. They breathe deep into each other’s shoulders, taking in their scent. Travis smelled like gasoline. He breaks off the hug and smiles big enough to show his chattering teeth.




  “It was a little farther than I thought it would be. But look! It’s a Christmas miracle!” He holds up the gas can. “I think we have as much as three gallons, but the station’s tapped out now. We’re lucky that there was anything at all. People probably just haven't used this one because of how far away from the city it is."




  Sarah tries to listen to him, but scenes from her nightmares keep rolling through her head: the Virgin Mary, her head bobbing loosely; Joseph drooling blood onto his shirt; red entrails stretched out on white linoleum, wrapped around the man eating her mother; her father’s head on top of…




   




  “Hey! Sarah!” Travis looks into Sarah’s glazed over eyes. “Are you okay?




  Sarah blinks absently, shaking her head. “Yeah. I’m okay. It’s just been a long night.”




  Her husband runs his hand through her hair and puts his lips to her head. “Check me for bite marks,” he whispers to her forehead. She shrinks back from his touch, pushing him away.




  “Stop that! I don’t care if you’re turning or not.”




  “Don’t say that.”




  “No! Stop!” she swats away an arm aimed at comforting her. “You think I can’t trust you to tell me if you’ve been bitten? I spend all night worrying about animals flying out of the trees and tearing my face off and you think I want to spend the rest of my time worrying about if my husband is lying to me?”




  “Sarah. This is important. It would kill me if I…”




  “Just drop it, Travis.”




  “Sarah. We’ve talked about this…”




  “Drop. It.”




  She takes a few deep breaths, her whole body shaking. Travis nods and wraps his arms around her. Outside, the sunlight grazes over the treetops, peeking through the car’s insulating blankets. The cab glows an effervescent yellow. It’s finally morning.




  “I’m sorry,” she says.




  “For what?” Travis asks, kissing the top of her head. Sarah has never apologized after these arguments, so she can understand his confusion. But then she wasn’t apologizing about the fight anyway. She knew she wasn’t wrong about that.




  “I’m sorry about pointing the gun at you earlier… I was asleep when you got back. I had a bad dream and I was a little freaked out.”




  “It’s okay. I’m glad you’re being cautious. You just spooked me is all.”




  She nodded. For a second, when she was pointing the gun at him, she thought she might still be in a nightmare, that Travis had already died and come back for her.




  “Sarah, I’ve been thinking about something,” Travis says, dodging the subject. “I don’t think we can live out here anymore. It’s getting dangerous, and not just the zombies. We need to make good use of this last gasoline that God has blessed us with.”




  “Hmmm?”




  “Sarah. What do you think?”




  “About what?”




  “Civilization.”




  Sarah stares at Travis for a while, not really sure what he means by the word. She wraps her mother’s quilt around them both. “I think… I’d like to sleep together without taking shifts. I’m just tired of worrying about every little thing, Travis. I always feel like something’s about to spring out at me. I just want us both to sleep together tonight. Can we do that?”




  Travis is cold and his eyes are drooping. He doesn’t seem like he was in a mood to argue. “Yeah, hon. We can do that tonight.”




  Travis fiddles with the car keys and turns the radio on. It’s set to a station from Juneau they’ve been driving toward since last week. While before, they could barely make out a few words, now they realized that it’s a zombie survival station. The host had a voice with the gravitas of a television voiceover:




  “…beautiful white Christmas out there. This is North of Armageddon and I’m your host, Kevin Harlow. By my side is my radiant co-host Rebecca Allen. How you doing, Becca?”




  “Oh, good,” Becca sniffled. Her voice was feminine and silken, but a bit nasally today.




  “What’s wrong?”




  “I’ve got a cold.”




  “Well, I brought you a present, Becca.”




  “Really?”




  “Here you go.”




  “Ooooh. A box of tissues. Thanks, Kevin.” Sarah could hear the sarcastic laughter in her voice.




  “The entire box. And those are the name brand ones, too.”




  “How thoughtful.”




  “Well, I’m going to be stuck with you all day. I’d rather not get your germs all over me.”




  “That’ll be my Christmas present to you, Kevin.”




  “Oh, it’s good to have friends on Christmas.”




  Laughter floods the truck. Travis kisses the top of Sarah’s head.




  “Merry Christmas, darling,” he whispers.




  “Merry Christmas.”




  Outside the window, the sunrise gives the snow a golden hue. Just this one time, Travis pulls the quilt over their heads so they can both dream sweet dreams instead of worrying about monsters.




  
Chapter 3 




  Micah and Jeremiah 




   




  Jerm keeps pushing the CD into the Buick’s deck.




  “Micah… hey Micah!”




  “What?”




  “CD player’s busted!”




  “Shouldn’t be. Just got it installed last year. It’s probably the CD.”




  “Well, take better care of ‘em, jackass. I keep telling you that you need one of those books to keep all your CDs in it.”




  “There ain’t no radios running in this area no more, Jerm. If you want music, then just sing something. Give me a break there, man. I’ve been drivin’ since Oklahoma.”




  “Hey. Don’t worry about it, boss. Yer doin’ such a good job anyway.”




  “Fuck you, man. Take the wheel. I gotta drain the lizard.”




  “Aw, bullshit. We should open up a lemonade stand, we got so much of your piss back there. Call it ‘Micah’s Special Blend.’ Let’s just pull over right, just this one time, at least to empty the damn things.”




  “You know we can’t take any chances openin’ the window, Jerm. One bug flies in and we could be zombies, too. So just take the wheel and shut yer trap for a sec.”




  “There ain’t no mosquitoes in the desert, man! Yer paranoid!”




  “You gonna take the wheel or do you want to hold my junk so I can piss and drive?”




  “Yeah, yeah. I got it.” Jerm sighs, awkwardly switching over to the driver side and almost taking the car off the road.




  “Careful, man! Keep drivin’ straight while I’m going or this car’s gonna smell even worse than it already does.”




  “Yeah, okay, Micah. Whatever, man… hope we get to New Mexico soon.”




  “We gotta find someplace safe to hide out for a while. That’s the most important thing right now.”




  “Hey, Micah. We got ourselves a hitchhiker.”




  “Just drive by.”




  “But she’s hot.”




  “Dammit, Jerm! Just drive!”




  “What are you, a faggot? We can’t just leave her out here.”




  “At least let me put it back in my pants. Hand me the gun.”




  “What? She ain’t a zombie.”




  “She still has teeth, don’t she? We don’t know if she’s turning or what. Just hand me the gun.”
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